FROM the seventeenth century onward-and indeed long before-the help of women as nurses for the sick and wounded was occasionally invoked on board battleships. However, by the seventeenth century-and even more in the early years of the following century-the establishment, now known as the Admiralty, had begun to assume some of the characteristics known to us today. Accommodation for the sick and wounded were beginning to be elaborated. Thus in Volume II of the late Surgeon Commander Keevil's admirable Medicine and tke JNavy (1958) we read:
To the suggestion that some of the ship's company were 'lodged among the sick men', the Board replied with an unqualified denial, but the order presently to be made casts doubt on this: it directed that 'no ship be hired unless the gun deck can be reserved entirely for accommodation of the sick'. Further orders called for extra scuttles for ventilation, the removal of bulkheads 'to make all flush', and the isolation of infectious cases by means of canvas screens. The new orders prohibited the employment of women on board, although under William III each hospital ship had been allowed six nurses and four laundresses, 'none under the age of fifty years. Query whether they should not all be seamen's wives or widows', who were to be paid as ordinary seamen; these changes were all effected after they had been recommended in 1703 by Sir George Byng and the Surveyor of the Navy, but the prohibition regarding women was found to be so inconvenient and unreasonable that it was cancelled shortly afterwards. A hospital ship in the Mediterranean in 1705 carried five nurses and three laundresses.
That there was some need for this additional help is evident from the Comnmissioners' suggestion that the watch over the sick was inadequate. But to this the Board replied 'that the assistants [surgeons?] watch by turns four and four at a time'. This is the first clear case of ratings being carried for no other than medical duties. The payment of these assistants as ordinary seamen corresponds to the present practice regarding sick-berth attendants. These eighteenth-century male nurses appear to have had their own mess, for the Board admitted that they did their watchkeeping from their 'lodgings' on the gun-deck, from which they could easily be called.
I do not know the history of the medical ratings in the eighteenth century. This will doubtless be told in the continuation of Keevil's book which is in hand. But it is a fact that during that century large warships carried, presumably apart from the surgeons' mates and beyond sailors and marines, a few male nursing-orderlies. These wore a special dress. Nothing was then known of the special relation of typhus to lice. Nevertheless Smyth's method of treatment was rational enough. He laid the greatest stress on cleanliness, thorough bathing and disinfection of clothes and bedding, and shaving of heads and beards. No patient who, it was thought, might develop the disease was put in other than newly washed bedding. Smyth regarded this process as what he called 'antiseptic', a word which he not infrequently used. The word, in fact, long anticipated him. He found that the Russians wore sheepskin tunics with the hair turned inward and he regarded these as a special source of infection, which of course they were.
In addition to cleanliness and repeated washing The greater part of the Russian squadron sailed on a cruise November 29, and returned into port December 27, two or three ships at a time.
From the above return it appears, that the number of persons ill of the contagious fever, brought on board the Union, the two last months, December 1795 and January I 796, were
